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“The kalash shamans’ practices of exorcism” 


The Kalash, the last remaining non-muslim people of the Hindu 
Kush and Karakoram ranges, provide a remarkable example of 
cultural resistance at the end of this twentieth century. From 
generation to generation, the whole community has maintained a trust 
in its own singular view of life, fate and the world, and stood up for it 
against the successive storms of History. The Kalash must have 
attached great importance to foreign influences in arranging their own 
beliefs but they never renounced their faith. What is the basis for this 
resistance ? What has given the Kalash such a strength in their 
convictions ? 


The Kalash oral tradition is full of stories of the ability of some men 
10 enter into trance. Al this time, those so inspired have asserted that 
they were able to communicate with the gods and spirits, who were 
using them to give advice for the future and provide answers for any 
present community problems. Kalash society must have greatly 
respected and heeled these messages transmitted from the izy > 
world by these human go-betweens that they considered elecied by 
these same powers. 

These inspired men, called defarby the Kalash, would proc be 
called shamans, more by virtue of the role they played ‘> 
benefitting their society than by any simie\-ty ta + 4e u 


siberian shamans. We have devoted several years of research and 
produced a complete book on this religious phenomenom that was 
formerly found along the whole Hindu Kush and Karakoram ranges. 

The institution formed by successive intermediaries has always 
held a central position in the elaboration, evolution and resistance of 
the Kalashs symbolic system. Today, as previously, it provides a 
structural identity in spite of the decrease of the shamans'election. 
Everywhere else in the Hindu Kush and Karakoram ranges, the 
shamans have disappeared or they have been pushed to the 
periphery of the religious sphere dominated nowadays by islam. 
Among the ex-Kafirs, the present Nuristani in Afghanistan, the 
shamans (called pshur, wrear, deah were swept away by the 
monotheistic faith as early as the beginning of the twentieth century. 
Among Hunza and Gilgiti people, the shamans (bian, dayrah have 
been driven 10 the fringes of their society but they are still active in 
spite of the three great islamic tendencies, sunni, shia and ismaili. In 
the Chitral area, the Kalash's closest neighbours now have healers 
whose function has replaced that of the shamans (beran : they act as 
exorcists and are consulted for intervention in the actions of evil 
spirits, and for deflection of spells cast by jealous enemies. They are 
called peritfan: from peri fairy, and Afag master, “master of the 
fairies’ or, according to P. and M. Centlivres, from erg fairy and 
AhAndan, 10 sing in persian (1). 


From generation to generation, the kalash shamans, dekar have 
been serving their society, doing the dulies expected of them. They 
have guided their community from its original country, Tsyam, to the 
present Nuristan and thence to the Chitral area. They have justified 
successive and forced kalash migrations through gods'orders. They 
have revealed the benevolent presence of unknown gods or settled 
old divinities on the new subdued lands. They knew how to make 
“real” the chosen places of settelment, giving them meaning within an 
organisation based on the opposition between purity and int 
men and women, up and down. They have laid dowa the rule: 
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seasonal feasts, arranged essential and joyful meetings between gods, 
spirits, ancestors and living beings. 

They always explain epidemics or climatic calamities as serious 
mistakes by one or all of the members of the society towards the gods 
and spirits. They are brought in to diagnose a person's bad luck or 
sickness, thus acting as healers among other traditional healers - 
diviners with a bow or a bracelet, dreamers or soothsayers. 

In former times, to be sick used to mean to be guilty of an offence 
against the invisible world. But with the increase of islamic pressure 
during the 19th century, with the conversion to islam of both the oid 
kalash” country (the Shishikuh, Jinjeret, Urtsun valleys) and of 
Kafiristan, the explanations of disease and bad luck have inevitably 
changed. The idea of a spell cast on the victim replace% that 
of the victim himself being culpable. During the first part of this 
century, some kalash shamans did their best to react to this trend and 
changed their practices towards those of the gilgiti and hunza 
shamans or these of the chitrali exorcisis within a muslim 
environment. Several kalash defar became famous because of their 
inventive performances "under the influences of the f airies”. 


The kalash tradition is vulnerable to the constant attack die 
zealots owing to its lack of a written holy text : they have no Book | 
They pay no attention to the precepis written down in the Koran. This 
Permanent accusation of godlessness has begun to play on the minds 
of the Kalash. One day, at the beginning of this century, Tanuk, a man 
from the Birir valley, displayed a shamanistic bent, but the special 
peculiarity of his vocation appeared as a book | 

Firstly, one morning, Tanuk had been found seriously wounded on 
his stable roof. His body and limbs had been struck by blows from an 
axe. Tanuk's father asked a shaman 10 reveal the identity of the 
attacker. The shaman fell into a trance and informed the community 
that fairies were responsible for the injuries. He ordered tsa: 
sacrifices be made to help him to recover. When Tanuk resain 
consciousness, he said that the fairies had brought a book for ł 
set it down on the highest branches of an evergreen oak. | 


version of the same story, collected by Peter Snoy (2), Tanuk did not 
show the book immediately but one month later after his complete 
recovery. He brought the book and with its help provided the Kalash 
with an explanation for the late snows that had fallen in june that 
year on their crops. Thus the kalash community knew that a new 
@ehar had arisen. 

So the fairies had “deliberately” delivered a book to a human 
intermediary. This book was written on birch bark (considered a pure 
tree) in a supernatural language illegible to the common herd. It had 
“fallen down from the sky”, we could say. It is difficult to imagine a 
more similar approach to their neighbours beliefs, even if this 
imitation deviates from accepted shamanistic practices that reject the 
use of writing. Tanuk dehar seizes upon a rival symbol to the muslim 

(Heligion’s Book, whilst intending to use it in his own Way or rather in 
the way inspired by the fairies. 


Tanuk used to sit on a stool on a stable roof. There he would open 
the book and gaze at it “twenty minutes long” (at the rough guess of 
my informant). Tanuk did not allow people to remain with him. He 
Wanted to stay alone. He would kiss the book, lift it to his forehead, 
put it on his head, and then the book would fly away. It flew away 
like a crow. The book would turn three times around the place where 
a spell was supposed to be buried. Afterward the book would come 
back and land on the gepars head. Tanuk would shut the book, bring 
it down to his mouth to kiss, place it to his breast and finally raise it 
to his forehead. Then he would call the people and send them to dig at 

e very place above which the book had spun around. The place 
might be near or far. The book had revealed to Tanuk the hiding place 
of the spell. 

“For my part", Saidan Shah, a man of influence from Birir, told ne, 
“I have seen the book describing circles in the sky... The spells could 
have been paper, kid's heads or only bones... To start this kind of 
performance there 's no need to slaughter a goat nor to burn juni 
branches.” 


Kasi Khoshnawas, one of the foremost among the men of knowledge, 
explains : “When the book was [lying away, Tanuk was not really in a 
trance. We may consider the book as half of Tanuk's soul, ru/ rawan 
the part of the sou! able to fly and to discover the location of the 
answers, as it is in a dream." (The other half of the soul, rus badam, is 
considered to remain corporeal). 

Thanks to the fairies, Tanuk dehar was able to renew the method of 
soothsaying by use of an accessory (the book), obviously an islamic 
infiuence, because he was responsible for expeiling foreign curses. his 
power devolved from the supernatural! because his society wanted to 
beleve so. The book, according to the contemporary witnesses, gave 
Tanuk an extraordinary divinatory faculty. This peculiarity led to his 
being appreciated as a very powerful shaman within and without his 
community. This reputation added to his efficiency. Known as an 
expert in “spell hunting’, zawiz Tanuk was also famous for discovering 

he whereabouts of those lost in the mountains. The people of Chitral! 
used to beg his help. 


7 “One day, a man from the Bumburet valley died in the high 
pastures. His name was Timurik Shah. Nobody could find him. The 
people of Bumburet asked Tanuk to come. Tanuk went to Bumburet. 
He lifted his book to his head and the book flew off. The book hung in 
the sky above Shawala pastures. Tanuk said : ' My book hangs in the 

sky above Shawala pastures |' He delivered his message to the people 


: who then climbed to the spot and discovered the corpse.” 


Tanuk dehar died in the fifties. lmmediatly afterwards, the power 
his book faded away. It is even rumoured that the book itself 
nished. First, it was lodged in Tanuk's granary. But as this place was 
open to women and thus threatened by their impurity, Tanuk's 
descendants removed it to a mountain cave near the shrine to the god 
Warin. The book was wrapped in birch bark to protect it against 
dampness. Peter Snoy saw it and took a dozen photographs. To 
describe the writing within it, P. Snoy speaks of “scribbling” and 
thinks that the signs and marks look like those produced by the /aauz 


makers.(3) We would add that they appear very much like the 
geometrical drawings one can see in clan houses, Jestak Han, carved 
on the pillars and doors. Nowadays, it is impossible to see the book 
any more. 

Before dying, Azer Malik, the last deAarof the Urtsun valley, in the 
kafir times, predicted that three generations later - after Tanuk's 
death -, one of his descendants would use the book again and know 
how to make it fly. 


The shamans ‘axes against spells. 


Tanuk was the only shaman able to work with a book. Some debar 
waved axes 10 detect hidden spells inside a house, to expel them, even 
to kill them. By doing so, they showed how much they needed 
weapons to fight against the “prejudicial strength of writing”. Budok 
from Bumburet, Azer Malik from Urtsun, Khan and Wirishik from Birir 
and Tanuk himself became famous by using this method. According to 
Kasi Khoshnawas, “fairies prompted the shamans to use axes”. Axes 
against spells and curses : it was something like a declaration of war. 
At the beginning of this century, the defar were still inspired enough 
to counter attack. 

In Rumbur, the valley of our main research, everybody remembers 
Budok dehar, in trance, running throughout the house, staggering 
around, , waving an axe. The performance could last for one hour if 
the problem was hard to solve, if the spell was difficult to discover. 
Budok span around in the only room of the house, he might also move 
out and climb up on the roof, If the spell resisted, he could rush to the 
stable. At the end, he would throw up the are or drive it violently iñto 
a beam, and fall unconscious. On regaining consciousness, the 
members of the troubled house rummaged and dug near the F% 
where the axe was embedded. Usually they would uncarta a talismor 
hidden in the wall between two stones, or concealed in the crac’ of p 
pillar, or buried under the fireplace... The paper was durni in order ta 
eradicate its harmful intention. 


Budok may be inherited this method from his father Rabadan who 
was already known to fight Spells with an axe. But Budok atiainded a 
great reputation for efficiency. Another debar Khan, the last shaman 
from Birir, also used axes or "swords" (2irang or pickazes} He only 
acted at night. If bad luck or distress afflicted a family, Khan dehar 
was called out. Juniper branches were burnt and a goat was 
slaughtered. After this sacrifice, "two male fairies" used to appear to 
him, he said. Khan dehar followed the invisible beings, into a trance, 
waving his axe, and the rest of the compagny followed him holding 
torches, Sometimes it happened „that the nightwatk was long. 


Suddenly, Khan dehar would Cast his axe and immediately fall down 


unconscious. The others would start to search in the place where the 
axe had struck. Usually, a tawiz was found : it could be a small bor 
containing hair, wheatgrains or a sheet of paper with the victim's 
name upon it. The tawiz was soon burnt to stop its evil effects(A spell 
could jeopardize the fertility of the land and the health of the humans 
and their animals. 


“My father Azer Malik from Urtsun was famous for expelling any 
spell", Mengzi told us (Mengzi is married in Birir and she is the fast 
kafir woman originally from Urtsun). "When an epidemic broke out in 
a stable, the unlucky family asked for my father. In the Stable, the 
sheperds lit a juniper fire and killed a he-goat, then my father 
entered into a trance. He walked wildly among the goats, holding en 
axe and suddenly struck a goat's horn. In this horn, there was a spell, 
either a sheet of paper or a small piece of metal...” 


Rabadan, Budok, Tanuk, Khan... by expelling these evil curses from 
their hidingplaces, by causing their destruction, have helped to change 
the methods of the kalash shamans frag practices of conciliation to 
those of exorcism. 

“Sometimes it happened that one could not find any speil in the 
place indicated by the are. Then Khan dehar replied : ‘the solution to 
this disease, epidemic, trouble. lies with God alone |' and he 
recommanded making a sacrifice." Thus the cesar was never at a loss 
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for an answer: Led by the fairies, he could pinpoint the hypothetical 
site of an actual spell. If nothing was found, he would immediately 
return to his function of soothsayer : no tawiz, no human deed. Harm 
devolves Fam God through the supernatural. 


A recent story ilustrates the depth of Kalash acceptance of spells 
causing, their beoiship, foruany conciliation with their muslim 


—agighbeurs.or any sacrificial overtures proved irrelevent. Some years 


ago, a man of influence from Rumbur, had a dream. He saw himself 
attacked by two dogs. When ñe woke up, he interpreted his dream as 
a harbinger of misfortune. He was convinced that somebody bore him 
a grudge. To confirm this, he sent for Budok dehar. 

"Budok arrived. Meanwhile a young boy washed his hands and 
arms to purify himself. The boy lit a juniper fire in the stable. Budok 
entered intq a trance. For five minutes, the defar searched and 
searched, moving far and wide, with his head thrown back. Then 
catching sight of a hatchet on the floor, he grabed it. With the hatchet, 
he struck the door lintel, and then digging deeply, discovered the 
hiding place of the charm, whereupon he fell backwards and lost 
consciousness. Whilst in trance, Budok dehar revealed : Five charms 
have been hidden in the vicinity ; a mollah has pre@pered five spells 
and concealed them, two in the stables, one in the house, two under 
the paths between the nearest fields’. To expel each charm, we were 
obliged to light five juniper branches and the gebar fell into a trance 
five times. He taboured from the rising of the sun until the high noon, 
“the time of the sweat". He was exhausted. The curses were written in 
chicken blood. Budok dehar ordered them burnt." | 


At the beginning of this century, curses and spells were on the 
increase. The defar have to juggle with two concepts : to heal the 
breach (between human beings themselves and with the supernatural 
forces) and to eradicate evil powers. Formerly, they would find the 
sick person himself guilty and denouce his behaviour, thus implying 
anger and revenge from the gods and fairies. The result would be 
illness or bad luck. Little by little, the defar indicated outside 


reponsability for these same consequences. Therefore the victim is no ` 


longer responsible for his pain, and his disease is no longer considered 
a penalty. Victims are dogged by someone jealousy. Envy of success 
might make a relative, a neighbour or a foreigner turn nasty. A spell 
carries the desire for wantom revenge. Nevertheless, the victim may 
also sometimes have provoked, intentionaly or unintentionaly, these 
feeling of hate. This is beside the point. When he is in a trance, 
handling an axe or a book, the dehar always makes visible an invisible 
evil : the object containing such a curse is really displayed in front of 
the audience. It becomes manifest and it may be destroyed by fire. 
Peace offerings and non-agression pacts with gods and men as 
Witnesses, are of no use now. The evil is burnt, its source i: supposed 
to wither at the same moment. If the supernatural world is involved, 
it not only witnesses the oathes as before, but interferes with the 
course of the performance by helping the dehar to throw the axe or 
make the book fly. 


The debar s bite against spells. 


Nevetheless, fairies are not totally left out of the trouble maker's 
Category. They have been accused of being able to introduce manifest 
evil not only into a victim'house, but also within his own body. The 
Spell is not necessarily paper but might be a bone or a piece of flesh. 
Several debar belonging to the same generation, Budok, Khan, Azer 
Malik, are distinguishable from others by their ability to pull spells 
out of the victim fiesh with their teeth. Many eyewitnesses to this 
violent surgery are still alive. 


Khan dehar pulled out a white bone as long as a nail out of me’, 
Saidan Shah told me. “It was a fairy bone. He bit me above the 
scapula. I was very tired in those days, ] was ail aches and pains. My 
shoulders and knees were"hurting me, A tot of my /kidgtiwere dying, 
My brothers asked for Khan dehar to come. We slaughtered a goat in 
our stable and lit a juniper fire. Khan entered into a trance. He was 


Was embedded, there was a spell, the one that made my kids die, My 
brothers went down the valley to burn the charms. They gave Khan 
dehar a he-goat, an axe and an iron tripod.” 


"My father Budok used to pullout evil Spells from people's body", 
Budok'daughter, Sitin Bibi, told me. "During the spring festival, my 


Evidence of evil or of disease has often been shown by shamans or 
healers, for instance by the indian shamans of Vancouver Island 
{quoted by Levi-Strauss), or by the philipin surgeons with their bare 
hands. They all used to cut off some cotton tufts er pieces of fioe 
tinged with blood, from the sick body. The Kala + do not know t 
origin of this method of expelling evil For tt à, ene thing | d 
importance : the efficacy of the sk caws by this fous 
demonstration of human power over vit ÉLpernatural forces. 


The supernatural beings, mustim or kafir fairies, are not satisfied 
only with the insertion of foreign object into their victim's flesh, They 
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may also be liable for neurotic behaviour and are sometimes accused 
of entering people's bodies to possess them. The increase in mental 
disorders such as nervous breakdown, hysteria and apathy, is typical 
of these recent confusing decades, This kind of trouble may last a long 
time Formerly, the Kalash used to explain it as the kidnapping of half 
He souk by 2% fais. Today, the kalash healers confess that they 
dhe enoda +b EU madness. Therefore, the Kalash are beging for 
new therapeutics outside the society. They now go and visit the 
muslim zfaraf where holy men have been buried and where some 
perikhan used to perform as exorcists. The Kalash have recourse to 
muslim exorcists because they think that foreign evil has to be 
.vercome"by fò -gn healers who know better about the source of the 
impurity. ` 1ai consequence of this new credit being given to 
their neighbour's literate healers is the loss of influence of the Kalash's 
illiterate ones. 

Nowadays, this new attraction from the chitrali world is one of 
many reasons for the vanishing of the shamans vocation. 
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